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Abstract  
The purpose of this thematic research paper is to explore and describe recent social work 
contributions related to environmental and eco-social work. Key findings of the research include 
defining and conceptualizing environment related social work and eco-social work, identifying 
theories and philosophical approaches within eco-social work, and expanding social justice to 
include ecological justice. Other findings identified spirituality within eco-social work and 
methods for increasing reconnection to nature, redefining well-being and growth from a 
sustainable de-growth perspective, and the intersections of Indigenous approaches and eco-social 
work. The implications for social work included reworking social work Codes of Ethics to be 
more inclusive of the physical environment, addressing social work values from  Critical Theory 
and AOP perspectives, and using eco-social work to enhance values within social work based on 
philosophical approaches such as New and Deep Ecology, and postmodern theory.  
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Introduction and Literature Review: Social Work and the Environment  
There is a growing concern among eco-social workers and international social workers 
for the physical environment and its impacts on marginalized populations (Dominelli, 2012).  
Despite social work being involved with social justice issues since the start of the profession, it 
appears that social work has shifted towards more individualist interventions, largely ignoring 
the impact of the natural environment on the health of humans (Krings, Victor, Mathias & 
Perron, 2018). One major concern to social work practitioners is highlighted by Beltran, Hacker, 
and Begun, (2016) when they assert ‘there is clear evidence that oppressed peoples, Indigenous 
cultures, and traditionally marginalized groups bear the burden of such environmental problems 
(p. 493). Teixeira and Krings (2015) state that “environmental degradation is not experienced by 
all populations equally; hazardous and toxic waste sites, resource contamination, air pollution 
and numerous other forms of environmental degradation disproportionally affect low income 
communities” (p. 513). This makes environmental issues a part of social issues, and therefore a 
central concern within social work practice.  
Social work and ecology intersect at many levels of practice, including theory and 
application of ecological theory (Besthorn, 2012; Jeffery, 2014; Ungar, 2002). Jeffery (2014) 
states that “social work is aligned with many themes related to ecological discourses” (p. 493). 
Themes such as Indigenous worldviews, environmental ethics, climate change, food and fresh 
water access and security, relate to ecology and social work disciplines (Jeffery, 2014). The 
themes reflect intersections of ecology, social work, and social justice (Jeffery, 2014). In 
addition, both disciplines have “expressed purpose in fostering health and interdependent 
transactions between persons and their environments” (Ungar, 2002, p. 481). Although social 
work applies ecological models to social work, the physical environment has been ignored and 
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not included in practice and education settings (Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Norton, 2012). 
Ecological theory is applicable to social work, and includes an understanding of adaptation, 
where “a person is constantly creating, restructuring and adapting to the environment even as the 
environment affects the person” (Greif and Lynch, 1983, p. 38 as cited in Ungar, 2002, p. 481). 
Ecological models also reflect Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological perspective within 
psychology (Ungar, 2002). Bronfenbrenner’s work is useful within social work because of the 
reliance on psychological theory to inform practice (Ungar, 2002). Behaviourists viewed the 
environment as “a set of distinct variables associated mostly with a person’s social address” 
(Ungar, 2002, p. 483). Early ecological perspectives did not deconstruct dominant values and 
were based on systems theory. Despite critical shortcomings of systems theory, such as not 
including the physical environment and not being critical to systems forcing adaptations within 
people, social workers regularly apply systems theory and ecological perspectives based on a 
broadened view of systems theory (Ungar, 2002). These shortcomings can be addressed with 
Critical theory which looks at “social systems with a focus on power and domination” (Salas et 
al., 2010, p. 92). Critical theory can be an avenue towards social action and social justice (Salas 
et al, 2010). Salas et al (2010) state that critical theory can lead to social change and 
emancipation by building awareness. Critical approaches are central to environmental and eco-
social work practice.  
Social work has acknowledged the importance of the physical environment to individual 
well-being since the 1990s (Besthorn, 2012; Coates, 2005). The values central to social work 
practice also align with environmental values of sustainably and ecological justice (Boetto, 
2019). Boetto (2019) claims that conservation and restoration values 
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      “involve recognition that Earth’s natural resources are finite and that current human activity 
is depleting Earth’s natural resources at a greater rate than it can currently cope with, causing a 
variety of environmental problems, including extinction of species, climate variability and global 
warming” (p. 144). 
  Coates (2005) argued that the root causes of the environmental crisis are modernist values, 
beliefs and worldviews which are incorporated through economics and technology. Coates 
(2005) addressed the environmental crisis and advocated for a shift in Social Work worldviews, 
from modernist values to holistic values. Additionally some of the dichotomies in social work 
include micro versus macro work (Salas et al, 2010). One of the dichotomies of the social work 
profession is that individual micro responses foster individual responsibility and action compared 
to macro responses which reflect social justice positions (Salas et al., 2010). North American  
Social Work Codes of Ethics do not differentiate between micro and macro practice, and unites 
social workers towards a united mission based on values and principles (Salas, et al, 2010). 
Environmental social work can bridge micro, messo and macro practice based on advancing 
ecological justice (Coates, 2005).  
Research Problem 
Although social work utilizes environmental and ecological models for practice such as 
the person-in-environment (PIE) model and ecological perspectives, for the most part, the natural 
environment has not been included within social work practice models and theoretical 
approaches (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). Since the 1990s and early 2000s, there has been 
involvement by social workers to address environmental concerns and highlight the importance 
of the physical environment for social work, including highlighting the value of nature to 
ecological and human well-being (Gray and Coates, 2013; Crews & Besthorn, 2016; Besthorn, 
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2012). Eco-social work seeks to address the shortcomings of modern and dominant social work 
practice by addressing the core values of the profession in relation to social justice (Boetto, 
2019).  
This research is important because climate change, globalization, and industrialization 
continue to destroy the Earth which is disproportionally affecting marginalized people and 
communities (Dominelli, 2012). Current education and practice settings continue to perpetuate 
modern, neoliberal standards for social work, which could be detrimental to working with 
marginalized populations affected by climate change (Dominelli, 2012). Social workers are 
involved at various levels of practice on topics related to environment and ecological justice, 
therefore, discourse, current responses and approaches must be evaluated from a social work 
perspective. The goal of this research paper is to explore and describe the current research on 
environmental and eco-social work. The theories and frameworks that are weaved within eco-
social work such as critical theory, anti-oppressive practice (AOP) provided reasons for the lack 
of eco-social work within education and practice settings. Some questions guiding the research 
paper included: What are the main conceptual themes within eco-social work? What is the 
current discourse within social work and the environment? Why has the natural physical 
environment in social work education and practice settings been largely ignored? 
Methodology
To develop this thematic review, an extensive search was conducted using the University 
of the Fraser Valley’s scholarly database focusing on recent social work contributions related to 
eco-social work. The following databases were searched: Academic Search Complete, Applied 
Science & Technology Index, Biomedical Reference Collection, EBSOhost, E-Journals, 
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Humanities Source, Psych Articles, Psyc Info, Social Sciences Abstracts, Social Work Abstract. 
Inclusion criteria for article selections include social work specific contributions.   
Search terms included, eco social work, environmental social work, ecological social 
work, green social work, nature social work.  Articles discussing the following terms were 
included: well-being, holistic, health, restoration, sustainability, community, eco-social work and 
approaches. Peer reviewed articles dated from 2012 to 2019 were included. Social work specific 
journals were included based on qualitative and quantitative studies, content analysis, 
exploratory and literature reviews. The exclusion criteria included articles that were not peer 
reviewed, briefs, commentaries, articles that were in a language other than English, and articles 
published prior to 2012, unless the article explained theory or philosophical approaches for 
discussion.   
Defining Social Work Related to the Physical Environment: Key Attributes and Core 
Concepts  
 There have been various terms and concepts explaining social work intersections to 
nature and the environment, including green social work, eco-feminist social work, spiritual and 
eco-spiritual social work, ecological and eco-social work. Definitions included Dominelli’s 
(2012) Green Social Work, which addressed the need for social workers to be engaged in 
environmental issues as well applying Green Social Work concepts to practical case studies 
(Dominelli, 2012). Moreover, Dominelli (2012) defined green social work as  
     “part of practice that intervenes to protect the environment and enhance peoples well-being by 
integrating the interdependencies between people and their social-cultural , economic, and 
physical environments, and among peoples within an egalitarian framework that addresses 
prevailing structural inequalities and unequal distribution of power and resources” (p. 8). 
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 Green social work provides “opportunities for innovation that can deal with issues of poverty, 
urbanization and a holistic approach to sustainable development (Dominelli, 2012, p. 41). A 
more recent definition is eco-social work which utilizes transformation approaches and shifts 
how we think about our place in the natural world, from being human-centered to a united 
holistic entity (Boetto, 2019).  
To better understand the definitions and concepts related to social work and the 
environment, Ramsay and Boddy (2017) conducted a concept analysis regarding environmental 
based social work to define and identify the key attributes. While some of the types of 
environmental social work differ, there are common attributes. Within the common attributes are 
practice applications that extend to all areas of social work practice, including micro, messo and 
macro approaches. Four key attributes were identified, including “the application of social work 
skills to environmental concepts, openness to different values and ways of being or doing, a 
change orientation and walking across boundaries and in multiple spaces” (Ramsay & Boddy, 
2017, p. 72). As well, Ramsay and Boddy (2017) found that 99% of the articles they identified as 
environmental based social work, aim to shift practice, theory, and values to incorporate the 
natural environment, while 88% discussed the importance of societal change and alternative 
paradigms where nature is included,  and 85% suggest critiquing hegemony; neoliberal 
paradigms and applying a “eco-centric narrative to counter modern and postmodern narratives” 
(Ramsay & Boddy, 2017, p. 75). The research suggests a need for a shift in social work practice 
related to practice, theory and values within social work to adapt and respond to climate change 
and the growing environmental crisis (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017;Dominelli, 2012).  
Norton (2012) defined the eco-social approach “as an anti-oppressive model of social 
work practice that sees the natural world as a central variable in human development and well-
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being and promotes environmental sustainability as a core professional consideration” (p. 304). 
Boetto, (2019) conceptualizes eco-social work as having a transformative approach and shifting 
from a human-centered approach to an eco-social approach. Current social work practice places 
humans at the center of practice rather than the ecosystem at the center (Ramsay & Boddy, 
2017). This reflects human-centric approaches rather than eco-centric approaches. Norton (2012) 
suggests shifting towards an eco-centric view for all social work practice. Shifting practice to 
reflect holistic, interconnected views to foster sustainability is needed to move away from 
human-centered approaches (Norton, 2012). Resilience is included as a framework within eco-
social work where, “resilience insists that we recognize natural limits and our responsibilities for 
staying within those natural limits” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 1). Resilience building includes 
empowerment and social capital formation as a main focus within eco-social work practice and 
influences social-political changes within the social-ecological crisis (Case, 2017).   
Theoretical and Philosophical Approaches within Eco-Social Work Practice 
The ecological model defined clinical social work practice in the 1970s and 1980s and 
was based on system theory that sought “to explain interactional processes between family 
members” (Ungar, 2002, p.481). Systems theory had flaws because it “did not deconstruct the 
standpoints of those who decide which adaptations are determined to be the best” (Ungar, 2002, 
p. 481). Within social work, “ecological perspectives on ethnicity, race, and gender in practice 
situations promised a more critical understanding of the power implicit in transactional 
processes” (Ungar, 2002, p. 483). The transactional approach maintained the therapist as the 
expert and projected Western values onto clients (Ungar, 2002). A major shift within ecological 
perspectives stemmed from Germain and Gitterman’s life model which addressed power, 
vulnerability, oppression and social and cultural determinants for individuals and groups (Ungar, 
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2002). Social work has expanded and built upon these models to be more inclusive of the 
physical environment.  
The PIE model, fundamental within social work education as well as ecological systems 
theory, assists in understanding multi-level factors that impact human development at an 
individual level (Norton, 2012). Norton (2012) “re-examines social work’s ecosystems 
perspective and appeals for its central ‘PIE’ configuration to be inclusive of the natural world” 
(p. 299). Providing an expanded view of PIE to include the physical environment and 
acknowledging and addressing power within systems theory can be a critical way to look at 
systems holistically towards sustainable frameworks for social work practice (Boetto, 2019; 
Papadopoulos, 2019; Norton, 2012). However, social work education systems and practice 
settings continue to disregard the ‘ecological’ within ecological systems theory. Besthorn (2012) 
asserts that “from a broader environmental perspective, this biopsychosocial view of the 
individual prevented a holistic response to a deteriorating natural environment which was 
growing in intensity” (Besthorn, 2012, p. 249).  
Des Marais et al. (2016) conducted research on the Social Ecological System (SES), an 
expanded biopsychosocial view. According to the authors, ecological systems are interconnected 
and linked with other social systems (Des Marais et al, 2016). Integrating nature and the 
environment in systems theory can promote spirituality and an alternative worldview such as 
Aboriginal worldviews and may foster holistic and balanced healing (Norton, 2012). Des Marais 
et al., (2016) argue that social work students are focused on individual and communities, and are 
not taught to look outside of social systems, and fail to recognize that transnational factors 
directly impact client systems (Marais, et al, 2016, p. 104). For example, consider the situation of 
a client living in a rural area with no access to clean water. While getting clean water is an 
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immediate solution for the individual and community, it does not address the long term 
sustainability of not having access to clean drinking water. Moreover, “social work is more often 
focused solely on helping people cope with, and adapt to, the stressors of modern life, instead of 
promoting a new, interconnected paradigm of existence” (Norton, 2012, p. 301).  
Deep Ecology principles were articulated by philosopher Arne Naess (1973, 2008 as 
cited in Crews & Besthorn, 2016).  Deep Ecology, which shares roots with postmodern and 
Marxist discourses, addresses how ecological destruction is intertwined with capitalism and 
‘growth’ (Klemmer & McNamara, 2019). Deep Ecology reflects a philosophical orientation and 
stems from ecological and environmental professions. Deep Ecology core concepts include, 
deeper self, deeper questions and deeper value and a deeply relational view of the person in their 
environment (Besthorn, 2012, Klemmer & McNamera, 2019). Klemmer and McNamera (2019) 
claim that a Deep Ecology perspective “suggests that human social ecology, when in symbiosis 
with a diverse natural ecology, is dually, protected and strong” (p. 6). Its key concepts include 
reorganizing human’s place in nature (Klemmer & McNamera, 2019). As such, Deep Ecology is 
described as “a deeper, experientially grounded approach to human-nature relationships that can 
be realized only through extensive re-evaluation of, and fundamental change in, the core values 
and practices of modern industrial societies” (Besthorn, 2012, p. 250). Deep Ecology argues 
“that an alteration of humanity’s dominating attitudes toward nature is only possible as we begin 
to realize a transformed sense of self” (Crews & Besthorn, 2016, p. 94). The transformed 
ecological-self  “is constituted by virtue of interrelationship and cannot be characterized by 
separateness” (Crews & Besthorn, 2016, p. 94). Moreover, the “relationship between human and 
other-human and nonhuman—other constitutes the very essence of being-ness” (Crews & 
Besthorn, 2016, p. 95).  
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Transforming human consciousness toward an ecological-self can assist with bringing 
awareness to social and ecological justice issues (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). An ecological 
worldview can assist in thinking critically about human communities and reflects Deep Ecology 
values such as diversity, complexity and symbiosis as being in our best interest (Ungar, 2002). 
Deep Ecology also promotes the development of consciousness which allows humans to identify 
dominance within nature (Ungar, 2002). This takes a critical theory approach towards ecological 
justice. Social workers in many different countries from various areas of practice interested in 
the intersections between social work and ecology are drawing from Deep Ecology (Ungar, 
2002; Klemmer & McNamera, 2019). Deep Ecology is connected to spirituality and is described 
as an “awareness of being part of a complex and intricate totality of interconnected relationships, 
between human and non-human others, as the very essence of human being” (Besthorn, 2012, p. 
25). A shallow approach to ecology aligns with environmental justice perspectives, which reflect 
a human-centered view rather than reflecting eco-centric perspectives (Besthorn, 2012). A deep 
approach to ecology is concerned about individuals’ essential relationship with nature (Besthorn, 
2012).  Ecological justice aligns with deep ecology concepts reflecting eco-centric perspectives 
(Miller, Hayward, & Shaw, 2012). There are tensions related to the differences between social 
workers utilizing shallow approaches and those employing deep approaches, namely that deep 
approaches reflect eco-centric and ecological justice positions, while shallow approaches to 
environmental justice privilege human-centric values (Boetto, 2019; Ramsay & Boddy, 2017).  
Ungar (2002) explained concepts around New Ecology which shares similarities with 
systems-based theories and is rooted in literature related to Social Ecology and Deep Ecology. 
Murray Bookchin (1982) coined the term ‘social ecology’ in the 1970s and referred it to “the 
interrelationship between human beings and the natural environment” (Ungar, 2002, p. 484). 
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Ungar (2002) asserts that “there is synergy between Bookchin’s ideas, and Naess’s in their 
application to an ecological social work practice” (p. 486). Similar to discussions on shallow 
approaches and deep approaches to ecology, Bookchin (1982) explained the differences between 
Social Ecology and environmentalism, where environmentalism “facilitates domination of nature 
by developing techniques for diminishing the hazards caused by domination” (Ungar, 2002, p. 
485). On the other hand, Social Ecology, emphasizes “diversity and complexity, both biological 
and, by extension, socio-cultural” which depends on the social and cultural aspects of the 
environment and contributes to varied values regarding ecology (Ungar, 2002, p. 485). Ungar 
(2002) argues that “deep ecologists and Bookchin’s Social Ecology are conceptually similar” (p. 
486). Deep Ecology is based on the intrinsic value of nature rather than valuing nature based on 
the benefits that it provides for humans. Ungar (2002) argues that “the alienation of human 
beings from their environment as the result of class, race and gender struggles, which over time, 
have led individuals to subjugate one another and the environment in pursuit of power and 
domination” (p. 485). Deep Ecology has been dismissed for its inclusion of spirituality, instead 
of more ‘practical’ approaches (Ungar, 2002). Klemmer and McNamera (2019) report that “the 
ideas of this movement were more humanistic and metaphysical in nature than academic” (p. 4). 
Yet Naess’ goal was to inform practical application of ecological theory (Ungar, 2002). Given 
anthropocentric and eco-centric views, there are conflicting values within social work which 
diminish the importance of human-nature connection. 
Social Justice, Ecological Justice and Environmental Justice 
Teixeira and Krings (2015) argue that “social workers not only have the skills and tools 
to address environmental problems but, as a discipline our theories and perspectives make us 
uniquely qualified to work at the intersection of social and environmental justice” (p. 524). 
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Teixeira and Krings (2015) apply four guideposts developed by the International Federation for 
Social Workers (IFSW) as a paradigm for social work and applied each key point to a case study 
as an example. Moreover environmental justice needs to be seen as a social justice issue a central 
aim within social work (Teixeira & Krings, 2015).  Jeffery (2014) suggests that 
environmentalism is a wide ranging term with varied beliefs and practices. Anti-
environmentalists represent mass consumers, industrialists and capitalists while environmental 
reformists argue for lifestyle changes, and legislation that protects the environment, highlighting 
varied values between the groups (Jeffery, 2014). Environmental reformists ethically share a 
“utilitarian view of nature and its use to humans” (Jeffery, 2014, p. 495). Radical 
environmentalists view nature as having inherent value, independent of its utility to humans and 
strive to foster a spiritual relationship with the environment (Jeffery, 2014). Miller et al. (2012) 
looked at the distinctions between environmental justice and ecological justice. Ecological 
human rights focus are intertwined with environmental and ecological justice, especially since 
environmental degration and destruction disproportionally affects marginalized communities 
(Dominelli, 2012). Environmental justice theories “extend that human rights focus on social 
justice to concerns about a larger version of environment and how it affects humans” (p. 271) 
Given social work’s commitment to social justice, instead of adopting a status quo view on the 
physical environment, social workers should “think creatively about addressing environmental 
challenges” (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017, p. 81).While ecological justice expands on those theories 
and asserts that “the human social world does not operate in a silo separate from the rest of 
nature” (Ramsay & Boddy, p. 271). Much of the literature also suggests that these ideas might be 
too radial for a profession like social work which has a human-centered focus (Miller et al., 
2012). 
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The International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW)  highlighted a Global Agenda in 
their third and most recent report, entitled Promoting Community and Environmental 
Sustainability (2018). In relation to the global agenda, three workbooks have been created on the 
various environmental topics related to social work. Furthermore, IFSW also created a Climate 
Justice Program to focus on education, advocacy and personal changes social workers can make 
related to environmental sustainability (IFSW, 2014).   These macro level changes highlight a 
need for more research on social work related to the environment. As well, within social work 
education, social justice concepts have expanded to include environmental justice within social 
work education (Beltran et al, 2016). Recently, the Counsel for Social Work Education (CSWE), 
a national association in the United States, broadened the definition of social justice to include 
environmental justice:  
“Environmental justice occurs when all people equally experience high levels of 
environmental protection and no group or community is excluded from the environmental 
policy decision-making process, nor is affected by a disproportionate impact from 
environmental hazards. Environmental justice affirms the ecological unity and the 
interdependence of all species, respect for cultural and biological diversity, and the right 
to be free from ecological destruction. This includes responsible use of ecological 
resources, including the land, water, air, and food. (CSWE, 2015). 
Other macro level organizations, such as the National Association for Social Work 
(NASW), CSWE, IFSW, and the Australian Association for Social Workers (AASW), have been 
including the environment within education settings to some degree since the early 2000s (Narhi 
& Matthies, 2018). The environmental justice movement is one of the main movements 
addressing the global environmental crisis facing society today, with a growing number of 
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protests around the world and calls for more sustainable approaches across the planet (Narhi & 
Matthies, 2018). Moreover, with increasing climate change, damage to the planet, and as more 
countries compete for natural resources, there is need for more social work advocacy and 
involvement within the environmental justice movement (Narhi & Matthies, 2018). 
The inclusion of macro level definitions highlights a need for education and practice 
standards that reflect environmental justice as part of social justice within social work (Beltran, 
et al, 2016). Teixeria and Krings (2015) assert that more attention is needed to “integrate 
environmental content into our classrooms, our field training and our daily practice” (p. 524). It 
is suggested that many eco-social workers believe that the physical environment within social 
work has been ignored due to dominant social work practice’s focus on “individualistic, 
materialistic, anthropocentric, clinical, modernist paradigms” (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017,p. 69).  
Expanding Code of Ethics 
 Boetto (2019) argues that higher level social work documents such as the Code of Ethics 
need to include environmental sustainability. However, practice standards in Bachelor of Social 
Work and Master of Social Work programs fail to outline environmental sustainability in class 
and among practicum settings (Boetto , 2019). Boetto (2019) suggests that “unless professional 
ethics, which informs social work education are reworked and prioritized to incorporate a holistic 
understanding of the natural world then practice standards used to guide student learning will not 
be adequately implemented (Boetto, 2019, p. 146). Moreover “tension remains between social 
work’s human centered values- as espoused in professional Code of Ethics and statements on 
environmental issues” (Miller et al, 2012, p. 273). For example, the only mention of environment 
within the Canadian Social Work Code of Ethics is within the principles where “social workers 
promote social development and environmental management in the interests of all people.” 
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(CASW, 2005). The language related to ‘environmental management’ reflects a human-centered 
anthropocentric values instead of a holistic values. Bowles, Boetto, Jones, and McKinnon (2018) 
argue that “an important indicator of social work’s position in relation to climate change is the 
expression of values and principles held within the professional Code of Ethics documents which 
also address the purpose and core of the profession” (p. 504). After conducting a comparative 
analysis of different social work Code of Ethics including the those of the United Kingdom, 
United States and Australia, Bowles et al (2018), observed that despite efforts for increasing 
engagement by social work related to the global environmental crisis, the natural environment is 
hardly mentioned within the Code of Ethics. The Australian Code of Ethics is the most inclusive 
of the natural environment with ten total mentions of the environment compared to two mentions 
within the NASW, and 5 in the BASW (Bowles et al., 2018).  
While, the IFSW has highlighted the importance of social work involvement, the global 
definition of social work has omitted the environment in its definition of social work:  
“Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes 
social change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of 
people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for 
diversities are central to social work.  Underpinned by theories of social work, social 
sciences, humanities and Indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and 
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing. The above definition may be 
amplified at national and/or regional levels” (IFSW, 2014).  
Bowles et al., (2018) suggests that while the principles underlying the global definition 
do include the environment, the omission of the environment within the definition makes it more 
difficult to apply to education and practice settings, because it does not place environmental 
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issues as a core professional priority (Bowles et al., 2018). In addition, Bowles et al (2018) 
argues that “the order of these does little to place the natural environment as a central concern to 
social work” (p.508). Bowles et al (2018) argues: 
“that rather than having separate environmental policies of uncertain status, clear 
unequivocal statements about the importance of the natural environment, and social 
works responsibilities in relation to this, must be embedded in international and national 
codes of ethics, the foundation documents which define the profession” (p. 513).  
Modern and Holistic Values 
Hanrahan (2011) suggests that “anthropocentrism limits the profession’s value 
framework,  as well as the long-term sustainability of mainstream, even critical anti-oppressive 
theoretical practice approaches because it informs and supports a point of view that prioritizes 
humans over other animals, nature, and the Planet” (p. 278). A shift in values “from 
anthropocentrism to eco-centrism; from dualism to holism; from individual to community; and 
from progress to well-being” (Gray and Coates, 2013, p. 359), is needed within social work. 
Dominant culture claims that humans are separate from nature and superior over nature, 
reflecting anthropocentric rather than eco-centric views (Norton, 2012). Moreover, Christianity 
and the Bible has had a long influence on the Western World and the Book of Genesis states that 
man has “dominion” over all other life on earth, further contributing to control over nature for 
human gain. Dominant society uses this paradigm to control people to value materialism, and 
capitalism to commodify nature for ‘growth’ and profits (Norton, 2012).  
The dominant Eurocentric worldview, modernism, human-centric and anthropocentric 
approaches, contribute to the discourse of separating the mind and body (Norton, 2012). This 
separation caused a disconnected view of humans and their physical environments and 
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minimizes the importance of nature as a healing tool (Norton, 2012). Separating humans from 
the environment and is seen by some authors as the root cause of disconnection among people 
from the physical environment (Besthorn, 2012, Boetto, 2019, Coates, 2005). The main 
difference between the terms is that some social workers focus on “the innate value of non-
human life while others focus on its instrumental value” (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017, p. 80). 
Because of these differences within social work, a paradigm, worldview and values shift is 
needed to reconnect social workers with the environment, land and nature and to promote social 
justice initiatives (Gray & Coates 2013). This dualistic-reductionist worldview limits human 
thinking as it “governs human thought, social structures and economic life… and our social and 
spiritual lives” (Coates, 2005, p. 29). Because of the dual reductionist worldview separating 
humans from their environment, and social work’s individual focus, it can be difficult for social 
work to consider the environmental impacts (Norton, 2012).  
Many modernist values such as individualism, industrialization and capitalism have been 
incorporated into social work practice, which contribute to social problems (Boetto, 2019; Gray 
and Coates, 2013). Knowledge formation shifted from traditional and oral approaches to the Age 
of Enlightenment in the 17th to 19th century where rationality, logic and positivism separated 
humans from the non-human world, and increased alienation from the Earth and nature (Boetto, 
2019). Boetto (2019) states that “the actions we undertake as part of social work practice is 
rooted in beliefs associated with the view of reality (ontology) and the meaning ascribed to 
knowledge and its creation (epistemology)” (p. 140). Thus, “under modernism, positivist 
assumptions view the natural environment as an objective entity that is independent or separate 
from humans (Boetto, 2019, p. 142). Also, “social work in many Euro-Western nations is at odds 
with developing an environmentally sustainable society, due to pervasive modernist roots 
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associated with positivism and industrial capitalism” (Boetto, 2019, p. 142). At an international 
level, social work has been criticized for “professional imperialism” and applying dominant, 
human-centric, western values and knowledge are inconsistent with the worldviews of many 
non-European countries.  Providing social work services in this way can have devastating 
consequences. For example, earlier social work in Indigenous communities imposed western 
values onto Indigenous communities who had different worldviews and values (Waziyatawin & 
Yellowbird, 2012). Applying Western values had devastating intergenerational consequences for 
Indigenous people (Waziyatawin & Yellowbird, 2012). In working at an international level, 
social work can minimize harm by applying alternative perspectives  that challenge individualist 
assumptions of Western society (Boetto, 2019).   
Boetto (2019) argues that there is incongruity between dominant Western ideologies 
which are increasingly disconnecting human beings from their natural environments through 
urbanization, globalization and through the commodification of nature for profit. Eco-social 
work and eco-social approaches are suggested avenues towards transformative, holistic social 
work practices (Boetto, 2019). Eco-social work reflects a critical theory perspective in 
challenging social workers to be more inclusive of the environment (Boetto, 2019). Eco-social 
work is distinguished by its focus on ecology, adopts transformative approaches to ecological 
change (Boetto, 2019). Eco-social workers also assert that ecological values can be integrated 
within all social work settings, not distinguishing them as a subset of social work, which further 
limits social work involvement within ecological justice discussions (Boetto, 2019).  
Applying holistic concepts and values of sustainability to social work can be a way to 
challenge the Western dominant paradigms (Boetto, 2019). Narhi & Matthies (2018) state that  
“a holistic approach is considered to help social workers to better understand problems, 
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resources, and interconnections in the relationship between service users’ living environment and 
well-being” (p. 492). At the forefront of eco-social work is the understanding that 
“acknowledges the well-being of humans as fundamentally linked with the natural environment, 
and conversely, the natural environment is impacted by the activities of humankind” (Boetto, 
2019, p. 143). This holistic perspective contrasts with modernist views where nature is separate 
and independent from humans, reflecting anthropocentric views instead of eco-centric views. A 
holistic worldview can broaden social works current ontological bases and can highlight 
rationality with the natural world and others (Boetto, 2019). Furthermore, there needs to be an 
“understanding that the delicate balance of the Earth’s ecosystems sustains humanity, and 
alternatively the disruption of healthy ecosystems threatens life on Earth for all living 
organisms” (Boetto, 2019, p. 141). 
Spirituality and the Environment  
Literature suggests that expanding holistic practices within eco-social work involves 
more eco-spiritual approaches (Gray & Coates, 2013; Besthorn, 2012). As social work seeks to 
redefine its relationship with the Earth, Gray and Coates (2013) assert that this makes it a 
spiritual issue “as it draws attention to what is of ultimate meaning and purpose.”(p. 360). What 
distinguishes eco-social work is “the belief that it is impossible to comprehend the complexity of 
the human/planetary interface solely in linear and mechanistic terms” (Crews & Besthorn, 2016 
p. 94). This allows for more intuitive ways of knowing, nonlinear thinking, 
spiritual/transpersonal experience and mindful engagement with the natural world (Crews & 
Besthorn, 2016). Core eco-spiritual assumptions include wholeness, emergence, 
interdependence, diversity and inclusivity, individual in community, creativity and maintaining 
that the Earth is sacred (Gray and Coates, 2013). Moreover, eco-spirituality “views individual 
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identity and well-being as dependent upon the well-being of Earth and everything on it” (Gray 
and Coates, 2013, p. 361). It aligns with Indigenous helping approaches that value “respect, 
balance, sharing, harmony, relationship and responsibility” (Crews & Besthorn, 2016, p.361). 
Moreover, social work scholarly work has been highlight the importance of the “interrelationship 
between the natural world and the theory and practice of social work” (Crews & Besthorn, 2016, 
p. 93). A feature of eco-social work is its transformational focus especially related to a shift in 
human consciousness toward an interconnected view of all ecosystems (Crews & Besthorn, 
2016). What distinguishes eco-social work and eco-social approaches from modern and western 
social work is the focus on other ways of knowing, including nonlinear thinking, and 
spiritual/transpersonal experiences with nature (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). These ways are also 
considered a valid way of understanding the human/non-human worlds (Crews & Besthorn, 
2016). 
Dominant Western paradigms view human’s relationship with the natural world as being 
above nature, controlling nature and using nature as a commodity (Norton, 2012). This 
anthropocentric and exploitive relationship will continue unless there is a transformational shift 
in consciousness (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). Eco-social work’s core priority “is to assist in the 
transformation of consciousness toward more earth-friendly actions and attitudes and how 
mindful and purposeful engagement with the silence of the natural world is an important strategy 
assisting in this transformational process” (Crews & Besthorn, 2016, p. 92). Crews and Besthorn 
(2016) explore nature and mindfulness and suggest “that mindful and purposeful engagement 
with the science of the natural world is important in this transformation process” (p. 91).  
Moreover, Crews and Besthorn (2016) describe “the ‘environmental generational amnesia’ 
phenomena where each generation’s relationship with nature is lessened due to the digital world, 
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industrialization and globalization. Furthermore, this “de-naturing” makes it difficult to address 
environmental problems because people might not associate them to be problems (Crews & 
Besthorn, 2016). Crews and Besthorn (2016) suggest that being present, building rapport and 
having a deeper relationship are important skills for social workers in their practice. Spiritual 
approaches expand ideas of knowing, worldviews and other non-Western perspectives (Crews & 
Besthorn, 2016). Social workers can assist by helping to “bridge the human/nature divide and 
helping societies transition to ways of acting and being with nature” (Crews and Besthorn, 2016, 
p. 96).  
Crews & Besthorn (2016) suggest eco-mindfulness as a way to achieve this 
transformation and promote suggest educational activities to help social work students 
comprehend this perspective. The first activity suggests taking students outside, to walk around 
and embrace nature with all senses individually without technology. Crews & Besthorn, (2016) 
found that students were able to hear their own thoughts better when engaging with nature and 
some students described the world talking to them.  Crews and Besthorn (2016) suggest that 
“stillness and silence has a power, both gentle and strong, to allow us to connect to that which we 
often ignore or simply do not notice” (p. 101). The second activity asks students to pick a natural 
item in the room or outside the window and connect with it mindfully. The purpose and focus is 
to develop mindfulness practices where people can notice and fully experience the natural 
environment around them (Crews & Besthorn, 2016). In mezzo and macro practices eco-
mindfulness may bring to light larger structural issues and can help bring attention and 
awareness “to the importance of sustainability, ecological justice, and collective advocacy” 
(Crews & Besthorn, 2016, p. 103). Crews and Besthorn (2016) assert that eco-mindfulness can 
26 
assist in creating opportunities “for the inclusion of diverse, non-traditional, indigenous, cross-
cultural and intuitive ways of helping, knowing and being in the world” (p. 103).   
Rethinking Growth and Well-Being 
Well-being and growth are often associated with economic prosperity (Powers, Rambaree 
& Peeters, 2019). Eco-social work literature suggests that social workers and society need to 
rethink the definition of well-being (Boetto, 2019; Norton, 2012; Powers et al, 2019). Current 
environmental and ecological issues make us rethink what development and progress means 
(Marais et al.,2016). Social workers view well-being as being tied to economic development in a 
neo-liberal paradigm (Marais et al.,2016). Furthermore, current perceptions of human growth: 
has resulted in humans living for material gain verses proper respect, appreciation and 
compassion for each other, as well as all other beings (Marais et al., 2016). The traditional 
growth ideology asserts that economic growth is “revered as good and the answer to our social 
problems (Powers et al., 2019). This is problematic especially since many cultures and societies 
reject this growth ideology and have eco-social worldviews (Powers et al, 2019). Moreover, 
literature suggests that social workers within a dominant paradigm perpetuate neo-liberal 
standards, instead of challenging western and neo-liberal values and advocating for a “relational 
and sustainable conceptualization of well-being, including attributes of being, loving, doing and 
having” (Boetto, 2019, p. 147). Social workers need skills and knowledge to understand 
ecological boundaries, health environments and the environmental forces (Marais et al., 2016).  
An alternative to the growth ideology is degrowth (Powers et al., 2019). Powers et al 
(2019) define degrowth as a “form of radical social work as it seeks to critique the growth 
ideology and implement an array of transformational alternatives within society at large to 
promote sustainable, social and ecological change” (p. 2). Powers et al (2019), asserts that 
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western and mainstream social work within a growth ideology perpetuates injustices, conflict 
and global disparities. Materialism and its attendant ideas about growth and economic prosperity  
“strains ecological systems to the breaking point, and creates systems of injustice” (Marais et al, 
2016, p. 104). In addition, while “obtaining equality for individual clients in one locale can 
actually reinforce emergent feedback loops that propagate environmental injustice in another 
locale” (Marais et al, 2016, p. 104). Powers et al., (2019) proposes degrowth strategies within an 
eco-social lens suggesting that there needs to be “a shift in focus from Gross Domestic Product 
growth to achieving eco-social goals” (p. 6). The degrowth model challenges society to re-
evaluate what is valued, and asserts that worldview and paradigm shifts are needed. Moreover, 
“degrowth’  includes the development of a new eco-social worldview or lens (including cultural, 
political, social and economic) as opposed to the dominant ideology of growth and development 
situated in the anthropocentric worldview (Powers et al., 2019, p. 6). Moreover, degrowth 
advocates for a non-capitalist economic orientation, and challenges individualization by fostering 
cooperation and community over competition. Some examples of degrowth strategies include 
alternatives such as “giveaway shops, repair cafes, community gardens, community supported 
agriculture farms, cooperatives, and community land trusts” (Powers et al, 2019, p. 10). By re-
theorizing away from human-centered views towards a holistic ontology which values the 
relationship between humans and the natural world, social workers can shift how they define 
well-being and assist others in enhancing their well-being (Boetto, 2019). 
Integrating nature into social work practice can be a holistic way to connect others to the 
environment (Besthorn, 2012; Heinsch, 2012). Other approaches to well-being within social 
work was explored by Heinsch (2012). Heinsch (2012) conducted a literature review on the 
outcomes related to incorporating natural resources in social work for therapeutic purposes in 
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relation to well-being. Heinsch (2012) highlighted that the outcomes of integrating nature into 
social work practice included benefits related to three categories, emotional, cognitive and 
spiritual well-being, physical health and social interaction (Heinsch, 2012). These positive 
outcomes suggest use for nature incorporation within social work and is a relatively low cost to 
free tool that individuals can learn to use themselves. Heinsch (2012) suggests some 
recommendations for integrating nature in social work based on the author’s reviewed articles 
and actions on how to implement them into social work practice. Heinsch (2012) found that 
while most articles highlighted beneficial outcomes to nature exposure, two cautioned that 
contact could have a negative impact. This is one of the few outcomes-based research related to 
incorporating the natural environment into social work practice, warranting more research related 
to nature incorporation and the promotion of well-being (Heinsch, 2012). While this paper 
focused on social work contributions, other professions such as psychology and environmental 
studies might assist in further use of nature within practice.  
Within community well-being, resilience needs to be considered (Case, 2017). Case, 
(2017) suggests that “community resilience provides both a practical and a conceptual 
framework for advancing social works’ engagement with issues of the natural environment and 
justice through community praxis” (p. 391). Resilience is becoming a more widely used  
“conceptual framework for policy analysts, urban planners and designs, community 
activists, humanitarian agencies, and international development practitioners concerned 
with maintain the integrity of governmental systems, municipal functions, community 
health and individual well-being in the face of rapid change, adversity and risk” (Case, 
2017,p. 394).  
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Case identified nine conditions which are needed to foster the development of resiliency which 
includes; “diversity, modularity, openness, reserves, monitoring, feedback, nestedness, 
leadership and trust” (Case 2017, p. 394) .The research on community resilience suggests a shift 
to a new state instead of going back to the previous status quo (Case, 2017). Once study by Case 
(2017) looked at community resilience in Guelph, Ontario. Case (2017) looked at the water 
related issues in Guelph, Ontario where there is considerable community activism to understand 
the norms, values and priorities within Guelph’s water activism. Case (2017) found various 
themes of community resilience including; self-reliance and sustainability, localization and direct 
citizen participation and community. Interestingly, building community and transforming 
relationships among community members were as important as the water issues.   
Ramsay and Boddy (2017) illustrate the practice of environmental social work of a rural 
social worker who looked at how the effects of a dam development at a local river impacted the 
environment and on the health and well-being of communities. The community had aspects of 
biophilia which is “an instinctive connection between humans and other living systems. (Ramsay 
& Boddy, 2017, p. 78). These examples suggest usefulness of eco-social work with communities. 
Moreover, Ramsay and Boddy (2017), argue that “the health and well-being of clients can be 
improved by incorporating the natural environment into practice (Ramsay and Boddy, 2017, p. 
78). Especially since reconnection to the environment and nature usually fosters positive 
outcomes (Heinsch, 2012).  
Indigenous Ontology within Eco-social Work   
White, an Indigenous philosopher, asserts that colonialism is the root cause of the 
ecological crisis and the cause of climate change (Bell, Dennis, & Krings., 2019). Colonialism 
prevents Indigenous peoples and others from ‘adapting’ effectively to the climate crisis because 
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of a disconnected view from nature. Bell (2019) states that “outcomes of a changing climate-
species extinction, forced migration, hunger, disease, lack of clean water, rapidly shifting 
environmental changes- are all conditions that European invaders, settlers and their descendants 
forced upon North American Indigenous people (p. 5). Indigenous governance structures are 
inextricably connected to the natural environment, and the forced assimilation of Indigenous 
peoples resulted in disconnection from the land, and an Earth based way of life (Bell et al., 
2019). In addition, “the forced climate change of colonization is the foundation of which both the 
US and Canadian societies were built” (Bell et al., 2019, p. 6). The foundation of US and 
Canadian societies resulted in damage to the planet for the settler’s benefit. Eco-social work 
requires anti-colonial practices which challenge colonialism and increase engagement with 
Indigenous cultures and increase knowledge of land-based practices (Bell et al., 2019). Although 
Indigenous communities continue to struggle due to colonization, Indigenous resiliency and 
collective survival strategies have assisted Indigenous people in maintaining their cultural and 
land based practices (Bell et al., 2019). Moreover,  addressing the root cause of colonialism 
empowers marginalized communities to provide for their own needs in sustainable ways (Bell el 
al., 2019). Other communities can benefit from land based practices to become more self-
sufficient and sustainable (Bell et al., 2019).  
Dylan and Smallboy (2016) found similarities where the Indigenous people’s deep 
connections to the land, aligns with broader definitions of mindfulness. Crews and Besthorn 
(2016) speak to eco-mindfulness as a tool within eco-social work. Moreover, Waziyatawin and 
Yellowbird (2012) state that mindfulness practices can be a way to connect with ancestors and 
can aid in decolonization for Indigenous people. Decolonization “refers to activities that weaken 
the effects of colonialism and create opportunities to promote traditional practices” 
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(Waziyatawin & Yellowbird, 2012, p. 65). Dylan and Smallboy (2016) conducted a research 
study which was split into two phases. First, Dylan and Smallboy (2016) interviewed 50 people 
from the Mushkegwuk territory, the coastal Cree people of Western James Bay. Qualitative 
interviews reflected two important concerns; youth and the future. Phase two of the research 
study aimed “to advance conceptual and theoretical knowledge through exploring the views 
youth hold regarding negotiated agreements and economic developments with industrial 
proponents and their relevance to creating a socially, culturally, and economically successful 
future” (Dylan & Smallboy, 2016, p. 110). In addition, “study participants described a 
meaningful connection with the land and its plants and animals as being central to wellness, 
identity, and spirituality (Dylan & Smallboy, 2016, p. 111). Many Cree people described fear 
regarding mining, the impact to an Indigenous way of life and the impact to future generations 
(Dylan & Smallboy, 2016). The concerns of the Cree people are in alignment with arguments 
made by Indigenous scholars who assert the importance of land based education and knowledge, 
decolonization and Indigenizing strategies to assist with the climate crisis (Dylan & Smallboy, 
2016). Other findings discussed land based activities as part of spirituality where participants 
stated a desire “to go out on the land and harvest, so that they could maintain their spirituality 
and culture (Dylan & Smallboy, 2016, p. 112). 
 Indigenous ontology and epistemology is based on a holistic worldview and is 
demonstrated through Indigenous people’s strong spiritual connectedness with the natural 
environment (Boetto, 2019). Traditionally, the Social Work profession has not been accepting of 
non-scientific knowledge and traditional knowledge because of the modernist paradigm social 
work is situated in. Eco-social work values support having ‘epistemological equality’ by placing 
equal value on other ways of knowing, including Indigenous ways of knowing (Boetto, 2019).  
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Besthorn (2012) asserts that “from a broader environmental perspective, this biopsychosocial 
view of the individual prevented a holistic response to a deteriorating natural environment which 
was growing in intensity” (Besthorn, 2012, p. 249). The process of colonization in social work 
asserts ‘white as normal’ and reflects western values and worldviews within social work practice 
(Boetto, 2019).  Part of decolonization includes valuing and applying Indigenous knowledge 
especially in relation to eco-social work (Boetto, 2019).  
Critical Theory and Critical Reflexivity within Social Work Education  
Boetto (2019) asserts that Western ontological assumptions must be challenged and 
reworked to reflect a holistic entity. Dominant worldviews and notions of individualism and 
industrial capitalism in social work are not consistent with holistic eco-social work approaches 
which challenge social and economic order in relation to the physical environment (Boetto, 
2019). Eco-social work education seeks to shift consciousness has been sporadically used by 
some education institutions (Marais et al., 2016; Houston & Gray, 2016). Challenging dominant 
worldviews requires applying Transformative Learning Theory (Boetto, 2019).  Transforming 
Learning Theory “challenges fixed assumptions or frame of references, which are acquired 
uncritically through the process of socialization” (Boetto, 2019, p. 145). While social work 
education includes self-reflection, critical reflectivity is complemental to Transformative 
Learning Theory because social workers can deconstruct and challenge the assumptions and 
beliefs they have and why (Boetto, 2019). Various processes can assist in challenging dominant, 
modern assumptions including “critical reflexive development, critical and structural analysis, 
consciousness raising and connecting individual and political issues” (Boetto, 2019, p. 146).  
Developing critical reflexive skills is important since larger proportions of people are facing 
environmental injustices (Boetto, 2019). In addition, “critical reflexivity involves the process of 
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identifying personal assumptions, analysis of theory, and exploring how to change beliefs and 
associated behaviors” (Boetto, 2019, p. 147). Reflexive skills can assist social workers in 
challenging modernist assumptions which are prevalent in society and among social service 
programs (Boetto, 2019). Promoting eco-social approaches requires different worldviews and 
values which challenges the economic and unsustainable growth models (Powers et al., 2019). 
Without critical reflexivity related to the physical environment, social workers reinforce and 
perpetuate structural hierarchies that devastate the environment (Boetto, 2019).   
Marais, Bexell, Bhadra (2016), define Reflexive Development as a “process of 
transnational social and ecological change in which human life choices in developed countries 
become respective to the needs of developing areas and to the planet as an integrated social 
ecological system” (p. 106). Reflexive Development highlights other ways to do things more 
sustainably and suggests rethinking what constitutes happiness and well-being (Marais et al, 
2016). Papadopoulos (2019) proposed developing a social work curriculum by using 
sustainability principles and scenario-based learning (SBL). SBL uses real life stimulations as 
reflexive tools for discussions regarding worldly problems. SBL is consistent with inquiry-based 
learning principles, and real life stimulations are used to replicate current-worldly challenges 
(Papadopoulos, 2019). Papadopoulos (2019) states that “the inquiry focus of SBL does not 
assume one predetermined way to theoretically frame, analyze, or negotiate situations, 
encouraging exploration of a range of practice responses” (p. 235). SBL fosters alternative 
worldviews and perspectives (Papadopoulos, 2019). Papadopoulos (2019) describes a project in 
which Master of Social Work students explored the “possibility of sustainability as an integrative 
narrative” with six different scenarios demonstrating use within education settings (p. 236).  
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Houston and Gray (2016) reflected on a meta-narrative where ecology promotes a 
sensuous event, and provided examples of social work applications. Houston and Gray (2016) 
state that “eco-social work aligns itself with, and draws upon, anti-oppressive, critical, political, 
rights-based and structural social work” (p. 425). The authors wanted to understand eco-social 
work in relation to sensuous events described by Slovenian social theorist, Slavoj Zizek 
(Houston & Gray, 2016). Zizek describes a sensuous event as having intense meaning to the 
people involved in the event, such as leaving home for the first time or watching a majestic 
sunset over a mountain (Houston & Gray, 2016). These sensuous events “bring about a change in 
the perceptual frames through which we make sense of the world” (p. 421). The climate crisis, 
and dominant worldviews may have degraded and made natural sensuous events as less 
important and valued within society.  
The authors argue that “events have the capacity to challenge, subvert or undermine 
previous, taken-for-granted frame for understanding” (Houston & Gray, 2016, p. 421). Social 
work can assist in enabling such events to foster a relationship and connection with the land and 
nature (Houston & Gray, 2016). Houston and Gray (2016) argue that it is important for social 
work students to reflect on their experiences of sensuous events in natural environments. The 
goal of reflection is to “appreciate, at the deep experiential level, the impact of our natural 
surroundings, on our mood, perceptions, senses, use of language and general well-being” (p. 
422). Such effects can include walking in nature, experiencing a mountaintop hike or watching a 
sunset. Houston and Gray (2016) suggest that Indigenous people could be involved within social 
work education in planning natural sensuous events to expand and broaden modern social work 
worldviews. Houston and Gray (2016) state that it is important to understand how sensuous 
events in nature can assist in building empathy of the natural world and responding as allies to 
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Indigenous peoples (Houston & Gray, p. 423). By reconnecting individuals and social workers to 
natural sensuous events it can contribute to ecological justice initiatives because of the personal 
connection that is made through such events.  
Findings
This review found several common themes in the literature on environmentally related 
social work and eco-social work. The first identified theme was the conceptualization, definition, 
and attributes related to environmental related social work, with distinctions made between 
dominant social work within human-centric practice and eco-social work within eco-centric 
practice. The second theme identified eco-social work theories and philosophical approaches. 
The third theme discussed the core concepts of eco-social work including social justice, 
ecological and environmental justice. The fourth theme explored social work Codes of Ethics 
and differences in values within social work. The fifth theme explored spirituality and the 
environment within eco-social work and included mindfulness and eco-mindfulness. Next, the 
sixth theme identified a holistic understanding of growth and well-being within eco-social work 
and suggests degrowth approaches. The seventh theme identified Indigenous research and 
ontology related to eco-social work. Lastly, applying Critical Theory and critical reflexivity 
within educational settings are explored as avenues to rethink and address social works 
understanding and responsibility to the physical environment. 
Gaps and Challenges  
Within this research paper various gaps are identified within environmental and eco-
social work. The main gap is identified by Ramsay and Boddy (2017) who suggests that; few 
examples of how environmental social work practice has been implemented other than education 
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settings. Social work has been writing about the intersections of ecology and practice since the 
1980s, yet dominant social work education and practice approaches continue to reflect human-
centric approaches ignoring the physical environment (Besthorn, 2012; Ramsay & Boddy, 2017). 
Ramsay and Boddy (2017) conducted a concept analysis and discussed the key attributes on 
various forms of environment social work. Because of the positivist paradigm in which social 
work is framed, defining and conceptualizing nature is difficult (Heinsch, 2012). Some reasons 
for the lack of involvement by social workers could be because of the lack of clarity and 
confusion about the definition of environmental social work (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017; Boetto, 
2019). Having qualitative data on how social workers understand and conceptualize the physical 
environment and how others define nature can fill some of these gaps. Other reasons might be 
that since eco-social work is based on philosophical approaches such as Deep and New Ecology, 
there needs to be more research regarding the importance of these principles to human and 
environmental well-being. Ramsay and Boddy (2017) assert that “in the absence of clarity, 
translation of concepts into practice is unlikely” (p. 69).   
Social work appears reluctant to understand the importance of environmental issues 
because of the limited view of the ‘person-in environment’ (Gray & Coates, 2012).There is even 
less discourse around the value and use of nature as a therapeutic tool among the Social Work 
profession (Heinsch, 2012). Heinsch (2012) conducted a literature review on application of 
nature in social work practice. Heinsch (2012) asserts that while there is a significant amount of 
research which speaks to the health-enhancing qualities of nature, social workers are not being 
inclusive to nature within practice because of its individualistic and eco-centric focus.. 
Moreover, there is a lack of eco-social work related to the beneficial outcomes of nature 
inclusion in practice. Heinsch (2012) identified various areas of social work practice where 
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nature can be included and explored the benefits related to emotional, cognitive and spiritual 
well-being, physical health and social interaction. This was one of the few outcomes-focused 
studies that encompasses a social work perspective. Additionally, outcomes-focused research is 
lacking, providing limited support for a social work practice or policy evidenced base (Mason et 
al., 2017). Moreover, while topics such as hurricanes are important, social workers need to 
expand knowledge to other environmental topics that disrupt human health and well-being, 
including food insecurity, water consumption and land-cover change (Mason et al., 2017). Future 
studies should focus on preventative approaches before crisis occurs (Mason et al, 2017). As 
most previous research on environmental social work  has  focused on North America and 
Australia, collaboration is needed with researchers in other continents in relation to developing 
further research, data and outcomes (Dominelli, 2012). In addition, “studies should also critically 
investigate the underlying causes of vulnerability and coping capacity to identify potential 
intervention strategies” (Mason et al., 2017, p. 660).  
Research on environmental and eco-related social work is related to content, expanding 
theoretical and philosophical models instead of focusing on outcomes, qualitative and 
quantitative research-based approaches. Most of the articles did not use random sampling, 
longitude designs and lacked comparison and control groups needed to justify the articles as 
research studies. Nor did they utilize any qualitative and/or quantitative methods for data 
collection. This is challenging from a scientific positivist perspective, where evidence-based 
research needs rigorous methodology. The studies reviewed were based on theory, and concepts. 
This could be because it can be difficult to define what eco-social work is and what nature is, as 
it can be subjective to what the individual defines as nature. Having qualitative research would 
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be useful to how social workers define nature and the environment and how social constructions 
alter our perceptions of nature.   
Implications for Social Work  
The themes identified in this paper recognize the difficulty in the application of eco-
social work within dominant social work education and practice paradigms based on modern 
rather than holistic values. Dominant social work theories need to expand within education 
settings to incorporate the social work values that align with ecological justice. Since the 1970s, 
the PIE model has dominated modern social work practice. Dominant perspectives are based on 
science, which highlight evidence based and problem solving approaches (Dybicz, 2015). The 
evidence established within ecological systems theory informs the PIE model which concludes 
that “empirical observations of ecological systems in nature lead to the proposition that 
organisms have an interdependent relationship with other organisms in their ecological 
environment (Dybicz, 2015, p. 238). Humans need to be viewed as products of nature which 
emphasizes Humans continuity with animals (Dybicz, 2015).  
The problem with ecological systems theory, and the PIE model is “empiricism’s reliance 
on pure sensory observation means that various values we attribute to the human condition-such 
as inherent worth and dignity of the individual – are excluded from scientific understanding and 
conceptual models” (Dybicz, 2015, p. 238). Although social work applies ecological models to 
practice, the physical ecology and environment has been ignored. Human-centered, 
anthropocentric values continue to guide the profession of social work which values the social 
environment over the physical environment. Dybicz (2015) states that social workers need to 
“look outside of scientific knowledge for our understanding of values” (p. 238). Social work 
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compensates for valueless models aligned as ‘scientific evidence based practice’ by adopting 
social work values using the Code of Ethics (Dybicz, 2015). The challenge is that “social work 
values are left without a vigorous philosophical foundation on par with empiricism and 
positivism that serves to inform conceptual models concerning their implementation (Dybicz, 
2015). Dybicz (2015) asserts understanding social work values should be absorbed through 
learning and practice and not studied. Eco-social work challenges the anthropocentric values 
within dominant social work and expands values within social work to be inclusive of the non-
human world and physical environment.  
Critical Social Theory emerged from postmodernist discourse and is powerful because it 
deconstructs master narratives and supports and validates anecdotal evidence in science 
(Hanrahan, 2011). Postmodern practices such as AOP and Critical Theory can complement 
scientific models by addressing the human-centric values inherent within practice (Hanrahan, 
2011). Dybicz (2015) asserts that “the application of social work values lies outside the scientific 
paradigm of evidence-based practice; empiricism and positivism are unable to support 
conceptual theories or models describing the implementation of these values (p. 245). In contrast, 
social constructionism and phenomenology provide a philosophical base, using a number of 
theories to understand how values are applied to construct meaning and reality (Dybicz, 2015). 
Dybicz, (2015) states that “ building on empiricisms emphasis with humans’ continuity with 
animals, we are able to translate this theme of adaptation into ecological systems of human 
society; goodness-of-fit is the adaptive term used to describe the harmonious balance sought 
within the interdependent relationships of PIE” (p. 239). Scientific conceptual models do not 
address values inherent within social work practice.  
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Defining evidence within a postmodern framework expands to include value-laden 
narratives. The definition of AOP within Canadian social work includes radical, structural, 
feminist, anti-racist, critical and liberatory frameworks and is committed to diversity, cultural 
sensitivity and social justice (Hanrahan, 2011). Climate change is a global problem, where the 
most marginalized people are affected. Being committed to diversity, cultural sensitivity and 
social justice is paramount, as social workers enter communities and countries different than 
their own where applying dominant perspectives causes more harm than good. Western 
epistemological traditions divide and organize dominant anthropocentric views which separate 
and render many aspects of the natural environment as invisible (Hanrahan, 2011). Social work 
within an anti-oppressive perspective has a limited understanding of environmental social work. 
Hanrahan (2011) challenges AOP within social work related to speciesism, “a specific form of 
discrimination based on species not recognized within social work’s AOP paradigm” (Hanrahan, 
2011, p. 278). There are no theoretical frameworks within social work that assist with the 
application of social work values (Dybicz, 2015). In addition scientific theory cannot address 
values because of its empiricism and positivist stance. Moreover, postmodern theories can be an 
avenue to integrate ecological values within social work practice (Dybicz, 2015).  
While eco-social work may be confused with a subset of social work, the reviewed 
literature and themes advocate for a holistic transformation of social work to properly integrate 
environmental issues into social work practice (Boetto, 2019, Papadopoulos, 2019). 
Papadopoulos (2019) and Boetto (2019) both caution against creating a subfield or specialism 
within environmental social work, but rather advocate for a holistic transformation of social 
work values where there is balance and interconnection between the non-human and natural 
world. Adding sporadic and/ or add-on practice approaches related to the environment restricts 
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the redevelopment of a holistic and ethical approaches within eco-social work (Boetto,2019). 
Instead, Boetto (2019)  argues that “change at the ontological level of practice integrating 
principles of holistic and interdependence with the natural world has the capacity to bring about 
broad-based and deep change to the way social works philosophical base of practice is 
conceptualized” (Boetto, 2019, p. 148). Changing major social work documents such as social 
work Code of Ethics need to reflect holistic and ecological values in order for the profession of 
social work to properly include the physical environment into discussion, education and practice. 
Adapting values and Codes of Ethics within social work can be a way for all social workers to 
shift and transform areas of education and practice. The Australian Social Work Code of Ethics 
mentions the natural environment, conversely the Canadian Social Work Code of Ethics has no 
mention of the natural environment (Bowles et al., 2018; CASW, 2005). Canada’s only mention 
of environment within the Code of Ethics reflects human-centered values where the 
‘management’ of the environment reflects human-centered values instead of ecological values 
(CASW, 2005). This warrants a revision to the Canadian Code of Ethics to reflect eco-social 
work perspectives that are holistic and that promote ecological social justice. Many 
environmental social work researchers state that mainstream social work skills are useful in 
environmental justice initiatives, such as empowerment, team building, community development, 
management, culturally competent and anti-oppressive practice, multi-level assessments, holistic 
interventions and relational practices (Ramsay & Boddy, 2017). This suggests that social 
workers in all fields of practice can utilize their skills to relate them to the environmental crisis 
and apply them to their practice. 
Conclusion 
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In conclusion, climate change and the growing environmental crisis reflect a gap within 
social work values, Code of Ethics and  involvement and practice. It is important for social work 
to start incorporating suggestions from the literature related to eco-social work, especially 
changing major social work documents and Codes of Ethics to reflect holistic values and 
ecological justice perspectives.  With increasing global concern over the welfare of the planet, 
social work needs to highlight environmental issues as part of social justice issues, given the 
environmental injustices that are currently occurring (Dominelli, 2012). Culturally relevant 
responses are needed to address major problems including “poverty, environmental degradation, 
unsustainable forms of development and industrialization, extinction of species, resource 
shortages- and address global interdependencies” (Dominelli,p. 207, 2012).  
This paper reviewed themes related to eco-social work and discussed various alternative, 
holistic and sustainable frameworks.  Although there is a considerable amount of work and 
contributions to eco social work within social work literature, more outcomes based research and 
qualitative and quantitative research is needed. The main barrier and reason for the physical 
environment’s omission is because social work continues to be practiced within a westernized 
neo-liberal worldview, preventing holistic approaches, especially related to the physical 
environment (Boetto, 2019). The findings included defining and conceptualizing the key 
attributes related to environmental and eco-social work. The theories and philosophical 
approaches that support eco-social work included an expanded understanding of ecological 
systems theory, PIE and New Ecology. Next social justice concepts related to eco-social work 
was explored and found differences between environmental justice and ecological justice. 
Another theme explored major social work documents such as the Code of Ethics and found that 
revisions need to broaden the definition of social justice. The next theme compared modern 
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values within social work to eco-social work holistic values, and included spirituality, and 
holistic definitions of well-being. The last theme explored Indigenous research and values which 
align with eco-social work.   
There were many challenges, mainly a lack of qualitative, and quantitative based social 
work research related to the environment. Most of the reviewed articles were based on content 
analyses and discourses around various theories applicable to eco-social work, rather than having 
qualitative and quantitative research methodologies which align with scientific evidence based 
models. It would be beneficial for social workers to develop qualitative approaches related to 
conceptualizations of nature and the environment which might be helpful in deconstructing 
dominant ways of thinking about nature (separate from nature). Moreover, quantitative 
approaches combined with qualitative approaches can bring greater meaning to the narrative 
around environment and nature. While eco-social work represents holistic approaches, further 
research based on positivist models may assist in developing ‘evidence based practice’ and 
increase knowledge in this area of social work.  
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